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1 | Introduction

AN INTRODUCTION TO

WHAT I HEAR WHEN YOU SAY

Deeply ingrained in human nature is a tendency to organize, classify, 

and categorize our complex world. Often, this is a good thing. This 

ability helps us make sense of our environment and navigate unfamiliar 

landscapes while keeping us from being overwhelmed by the constant 

stream of new information and experiences.

When we apply this same impulse to social interactions, however, it 

can be, at best, reductive and, at worst, dangerous. Seeing each other 

through the lens of labels and stereotypes prevents us from making 

authentic connections and understanding each other’s experiences.

Through the initiative, What I Hear When You Say ( WIHWYS ), 

we explore how words can both divide and unite us and learn more 

about the complex and everchanging ways that language shapes our 

expectations, opportunities, and social privilege. WIHWYS ’s interactive 

multimedia resources challenge what we think we know about race, 

class, gender, and identity, and provide a dynamic digital space where 

we can raise difficult questions, discuss new ideas, and share fresh 

perspectives.
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“
WELFARE

I think welfare queen is an oxymoron. I can’t think of 
a situation where a queen would be on welfare.

Jordan Temple, Comedian

WELFARE QUEEN
noun

d e f • i • n i • t i o n a pejorative term used in the U.S. to refer to women who 

allegedly collect excessive welfare payments through fraud or 

manipulation.

A QUICK LOOK AT THE HISTORY OF U.S. WELFARE

  ∙ In the United States, Social Welfare, commonly called “Welfare”, re-

fers to federal and state policies and programs that respond to social 

problems or improve the wellbeing of those at risk. Welfare pro-

grams may include health care, food assistance, financial assistance, 

housing and utility subsidies, education programs, and resources.1 2 

  ∙ Early attempts to provide relief and support to impoverished Amer-

icans began in the 19th century. With the advent of the The Great 

Depression, the Federal Emergency Relief Act was passed into law in 

1932, which gave local governments $300 million to pay for direct 

relief and work relief.3 4 

  ∙ During the 1932 Democratic presidential primaries, Franklin D. Roo-

sevelt, promised "a new deal for the American people" who were 

View the full episode about the term, Welfare Queen

http://pbs.org/what-i-hear/web-series/welfare-queen/
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suffering from the ongoing Depression. When he took office in 1933, 

his administration launched the series of federal programs that 

became known as “The New Deal”. The programs focused on Relief, 

Recovery, and Reform. Whereas private charities previously took the 

lead in caring for the poor, the New Deal laid the foundation for the 

modern welfare.5 6 7 

  ∙ In 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson launched the Great Society; 

domestic programs to end poverty and racial injustice. The Great 

Society ushered in the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the Civil Rights 

Acts of 1964/68, and the Immigration and Nationality Services Act 

of 1965 (which abolished the national-origin quotas in immigration 

law). The most far-reaching and contentious of President Johnson’s 

programs was the “War on Poverty” initiative and the creation of the 

Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO).8 9 

  ∙ In the 1970s, the derogatory term "welfare queen" was coined in 

media stories that claimed that social welfare subsidies were being 

abused, especially by women. Ronald Reagan used the "Welfare 

Queen" trope as part of his 1976 and 1980 campaigns to rally sup-

port for welfare “reform”.10 11 

  ∙ In the 1980s, welfare came under increasing bipartisan criticism and 

during the Presidency of Bill Clinton, in the 1990s, The "Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996" 

(PRWORA) became law. The stated goal of the law was to “reform” 

the welfare system and break, what President Clinton referred to as, 

“the cycle of dependency”.12 13 

  ∙ The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, a controversial U.S. 

welfare program, was passed under President Barack Obama in 

2013. By 2016, the uninsured share of the population had roughly 

halved.
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DIG DEEPER |
 

“What I hear when I hear, ‘I don’t want my tax dollars going 
to Welfare queen,’ is one of the oldest intersectional pieces of 
discrimination that one can think about...I hear the success of 
an anti-feminist backlash.” – Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, Professor

 

At a campaign rally in 1976, then-candidate Ronald Reagan launched 

the myth of the “welfare queen” with a story about a Chicago woman 

who had defrauded the government: “She used 80 names, 30 

addresses, 15 telephone numbers to collect food stamps, Social Security, 

veterans’ benefits for four nonexistent deceased veteran husbands, 

as well as welfare. Her tax-free cash income alone has been running 

$150,000 a year.”14

 

Although Reagan never used her name or confirmed her identity, this 

provocative example of an extreme case of Welfare fraud was based, 

at least in part, on the case of Linda Taylor. A life-long criminal, Taylor 

was eventually prosecuted and imprisoned for $8,000 in Welfare fraud, 

but authorities were unable to build cases for her more serious alleged 

crimes, including kidnapping, theft, murder, and baby trafficking.15 

Taylor’s outlandish story reinforced almost all of the worst suspicions 

held by those who opposed the welfare state—that an avaricious 

woman could live a life of luxury on the taxpayers’ dime—with one 

exception, Linda Taylor was White.16

 

HOW DID POVERTY BECOME RACIALIZED?

From the start of the New Deal and throughout the development of 

the U.S. Welfare system, race has informed and defined how support is 

delivered and how poverty is viewed.

 

Images of poverty throughout the Great Depression predominantly 

focused on White hardship, often in rural communities and migrant 

worker camps, and these depictions were consistent with the 

demographic of aid recipients at the time. As of 1939, four years after 

the launch of Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), among the first federal 

BEHIND THE MYTH OF THE WELFARE QUEEN
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social welfare programs in the United States, 80% of beneficiary cases 

were White.17

 

The reality of poverty at that time, however, was much different than 

what was being presented. African-Americans were disproportionately 

affected by the Great Depression, but Welfare programs like the 1935 

Social Security Act excluded workers from industries that relied on Black 

labor, such as domestic work and farm labor.18 States were also given 

the discretion to restrict access to federal aid programs, which many 

Southern states used to limit benefits for Black parents and coerce 

poor Black workers into low-wage labor.19 Despite or because of these 

conditions, Black poverty remained largely invisible throughout the 

mid-20th century.

 

Following World War II, the U.S. economy began to improve. By 1960, 

poverty had more than halved, from 48% in 1935 to 21% in 1960.20 

According to social philosopher, Martin Gilens, the post-war media was 

too busy celebrating the “American Century” to worry about who was 

being left behind: “Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News and World Report 

each published an average of just 16 stories about poverty” throughout 

the 1950s.21

 

Poverty once again came to the fore when then-candidate John F. 

Kennedy was struck by the extreme, intergenerational, White poverty 

he encountered in rural West Virginia. In response, eradicating poverty 

became the focus of domestic policy throughout Kennedy’s then 

Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidencies, culminating in Johnson’s “War on 

Poverty,” launched in 1964.22

 

By the 1970s, however, the image of poverty in the United States 

changed dramatically. During the previous thirty years, poor, Black 

families had gained more access to welfare programs through a 

combination of African-American migration to Northern states and 

incremental reforms to the welfare system that restricted racial bias.23 

As Civil Rights activists turned their attention to economic injustice, the 

issue of Black and Latinx poverty became more contentious and more 

visible.
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Percentage of media images that featured African-American poverty:24

 ∙ 1964: 27%

 ∙ 1965: 49%

 ∙ 1967: 72%

 

By 1973, 75% of media images illustrating poverty featured 

African-Americans—often women and children--even though they were 

only 35% of Welfare recipients and only 12.8% of the population.25 

Although White families still received the majority of Welfare benefits, 

the increase in African-Americans receiving taxpayer-funded assistance 

and the escalation of protest movements and social justice activism, 

fundamentally changed the way poverty in America is depicted.

 

THE WELFARE QUEEN: AN INTERSECTIONAL PERSPECTIVE

The National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) was formed in the 

mid-1960s and began advocating for more responsive aid programs 

for women and children.26 In 1972, Executive Director, Johnnie Tillmon, 

wrote the essay, "Welfare Is a Woman's Issue", for Ms. Magazine that 

explained how women’s liberation was inextricably linked to economic 

liberation:27

 

“I'm a woman. I'm a black woman. I'm a poor woman. I'm a fat 

woman. I'm a middle-aged woman. And I'm on welfare...

 

Ninety-nine percent of welfare families are headed by women. There 

is no man around. In half the states there can't be men around 

because A.F.D.C. (Aid to Families With Dependent Children) says if 

there is an ‘able-bodied’ man around, then you can't be on welfare. 

If the kids are going to eat, and the man can't get a job, then he's 

got to go...

 

The man, the welfare system, controls your money. He tells you what 

to buy, what not to buy, where to buy it, and how much things cost. 

If things- rent, for instance- really cost more than he says they do, 

it's just too bad for you. He's always right.
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That's why Governor [Ronald] Reagan can get away with slandering 

welfare recipients, calling them ‘lazy parasites,’ ‘pigs at the trough,’ 

and such. We've been trained to believe that the only reason peo-

ple are on welfare is because there's something wrong with their 

character. If people have ‘motivation,’ if people only want to work, 

they can, and they will be able to support themselves and their kids 

in decency.

 

The truth is a job doesn't necessarily mean an adequate income.”

 

Almost two decades after this essay was published, Legal Scholar 

and Professor, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, coined the term 

Intersectionality, which has helped to highlight the overlapping forces 

of oppression that Tillmon described.

 

Crenshaw describes Intersectionality as, “my attempt to make feminism, 

anti-racist activism, and anti-discrimination law do what I thought they 

should — highlight the multiple avenues through which racial and 

gender oppression were experienced so that the problems would be 

easier to discuss and understand.” 28

 

By weaving together the story of the Welfare Queen from a 

combination of outlier anecdotes and racial, gender, and economic 

stereotypes, politicians and the media tapped into potent Intersectional 

bigotries with deep social and cultural roots.

 

In the politically volatile climate of late 1970’s America, the public was 

primed to embrace this image of a lazy, dependent, woman defrauding 

the government, and they did not need to see a photograph to 

understand that this Welfare Queen must be Black.

 

THE LEGACY OF THE WELFARE QUEEN

By the end of the 1980s, two-thirds of Americans believed that, 

“welfare benefits make poor people dependent and encourage them 

to stay poor.” 29 Then-Presidential candidate William Jefferson Clinton 

harnessed the power of this dissatisfaction and declared an end to 

“welfare as we know it”. 30
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Instead of attempting to dispel the stereotype of the Welfare Queen, 

however, Clinton’s Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 

(PRWOA) was shaped as though this social myth was a reality.

 

PRWOA severely restricted access to support, which fell from of 5.1 

million families in 1994 to about 2 million by the early 2000s 31. It also 

implemented punitive policies such as penalties for having children, 

limited access to approved funds, and regular drug testing, all of which 

reinforced the false link between poverty and immorality. 

 

WELFARE TODAY

The Welfare Queen stereotype continues to shape Americans 

perspectives on poverty and government aid.

 

In 2011, presidential candidate Newt Gingrich claimed, “We have people 

who take their food stamp money and use it to go to Hawaii. They 

give food stamps now to millionaires because, after all, don't you want 

to be compassionate?” 32 Although this type of fraud is impossible 

due to restrictions on how, where, and on what people can use the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) “food stamps”, the 

story was compelling and the myth of widespread fraud was reinforced. 
33

 

Stories like this contribute to persistent distrust of the U.S. Welfare 

system. A 2016 survey by the nonpartisan Princeton Survey Research 

Associates found that the majority of White Americans believe that 

government-sponsored, anti-poverty programs “make poor people 

dependent and encourage them to stay poor”, while the majority of 

Black Americans believe that these programs help people to “stand on 

their own two feet and get started again.” 34

 

Despite this, research has also found that most middle-class Americans 

are willing to pay higher taxes if the money were used to fight 

homelessness or to provide education, medical care or job training 

for the poor. Unfortunately, about 7 in 10 Americans say they believe 

that government officials lack the knowledge or ability to take on the 

challenge of eliminating poverty. 35
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WHY DOES IT MATTER?

As income inequality continues to rise, it is increasingly important for us 

to reexamine the way we view the poor, and how we respond to poverty 

as citizens and as a nation.

 

As an increasing percentage of Americans of every race rely on welfare 

programs like SNAP to survive, false myths like the Welfare Queen, 

millionaire SNAP recipients, and poverty as a “Black” problem, will 

undermine effective programs and leave tens of millions of Americans 

with no safety net and few options.

  • What comes to mind when you hear the word “welfare”?

  • How does the myth the “welfare queen” continue to stigmatize poor women of 
color today? How do representations in media reinforce these stereotypes?

  • Do you agree that healthy food is a basic social right? How do “food deserts” rein-
force poor health in impoverished communities?

  • How can understanding your opportunities and disadvantages, particularly those 
that are societally assigned, help you understand your interactions with others?

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT

Hear different perspectives on the topic of the term Welfare Queen

http://pbs.org/what-i-hear/topics/welfare-queen/
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LEARN MORE
 

CHASING THE DREAM: POVERTY AND OPPORTUNITY IN 
AMERICA 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/chasing-the-dream/

A multi-platform public media initiative that aims to provide a deeper 

understanding of the impact of poverty on American society: what life 

is like below the poverty line, its impact on our economic security and 

on our children, and what has happened to our age-old dream of striv-

ing for a better life.

 

TAKE IT FROM ME
www.pbs.org/pov/takeitfromme/

This documentary follows several women and their families navigating 

the welfare system with its recent controversial reforms that may make 

it easier to ignore rather than confront the complexities of poverty.

 

BLACK AMERICA SINCE MLK: AND STILL I RISE
http://www.pbs.org/show/black-america-mlk-and-still-i-rise/

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. embarks on a journey from the victories of the 

civil rights movement up to today, asking profound questions about the 

last fifty years of African-American history.

AFRICAN-AMERICAN POLICY FORUM (AAPF) 
http://www.aapf.org/

AAPF is a think tank co-founded by Kimberlé Crenshaw that connects 

academics, activists and policy-makers to promote efforts to dismantle 

structural inequality.
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Writer and star of MTV’S Decoded
Stand-up set The Meltdown at the NerdMelt Showroom
Featured on podcast for Cave Comedy Radio

Professor of Law at UCLA and Columbia Law School
Co-founder of African-American Policy Forum
Coined the terms Critical Race Theory and Intersectionality
Featured in NYT, Huffington Post, Washington Post

Author of New York Times bestseller, The American Way of 
Eating: Undercover at Walmart, Applebee’s, Farm Fields and 
the Dinner Table
James Beard Award-winning journalist
Written for NYT, Slate, Washington Post 

Jordan Temple
Comedian

Kimberlé Williams 
Crenshaw

Professor

Tracie McMillan
Author

VOICES FROM THE EPISODE | WELFARE

Visit pbs.org/whatihear for a detailed Viewing Guide on every topic.



Welfare | 12

1. Social Welfare.” Merriam-Webster, Merri-

am-Webster.com

2. Reid, P. Nelson. “History of Social Welfare in 

the United States - Oxford Bibliographies.” 

Oxford Bibliographies Online, OxfordBibliog-

raphies.com, 1 May 2017

3. Herbert Hoover: “Statement About Signing 

the Emergency Relief and Construction Act 

of 1932.,” July 17, 1932. Online by Gerhard 

Peters and John T. Woolley, The American 

Presidency Project

4. Hansan, J.E. (2011). Origins of the state and 

federal public welfare programs (1932-1935). 

Social Welfare History Project. Retrieved 10 

Oct. 2017

5. Franklin D. Roosevelt: “Address Accepting 

the Presidential Nomination at the Demo-

cratic National Convention in Chicago,” July 

2, 1932. Online by Gerhard Peters and John 

T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project.

6. “America’s Great Depression and Roosevelt’s 

New Deal: Relief Programs.” The Digital Pub-

lic Library of America

7. Berkin, Carol, et al. Making America: a history 

of the United States: Vol. 2, From 1865. Cen-

gage Learning, 2015. PP. 620-632

8. Hansan, J.E. (2011). Origins of the state and 

federal public welfare programs (1932-1935). 

Social Welfare History Project. Retrieved 10 

Oct. 2017

9. Lyndon B. Johnson: “Remarks at the Univer-

sity of Michigan,” May 22, 1964. Online 

by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, 

The American Presidency Project.

10. “Welfare queen.” Oxford Dictionaries | 

English, Oxford Dictionaries, Retrieved 11 

Oct. 2017

11. “‘Welfare Queen’ Becomes Issue in Rea-

gan Campaign.” The New York Times, 15 

Feb. 1976

12. “The Personal Responsibility and Work 

Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996.” 

Office of The Assistant Secretary for Plan-

ning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, 2 Sept. 2016, 

13. “Personal Responsibility and Work Op-

portunity Reconciliation Act of 1996: 

Public Law 104–193 104th Congress An 

Act.” Library of Congress, 104th Con-

gress, 22 Aug. 1996

14. Sprague, Rachel Black and Aleta. “The 

‘Welfare Queen’ Is a Lie.” The Atlantic, 

Atlantic Media Company, 28 Sept. 2016

15. Levin, Josh. “The Real Story of Linda Tay-

lor, America’s Original Welfare Queen.” 

Slate Magazine, 18 Dec. 2013

16. Ibid.

17. Sprague, Rachel Black and Aleta. “The 

‘Welfare Queen’ Is a Lie.” The Atlantic, 

Atlantic Media Company, 28 Sept. 2016

18. DeWitt, Larry. “The Decision to Exclude 

Agricultural and Domestic Workers from 

CITATION GLOSSARY



13 | Welfare

the 1935 Social Security Act.” Social Security 

Bulletin, Vol. 70, The United States Social 

Security Administration, 1 Nov. 2010

19. Gilens, Martin. Why Americans hate wel-

fare: race, media, and the politics of anti-

poverty policy. University of Chicago Press, 

2000. P. 17-18

20. Ibid. P. 104

21. Ibid. P. 104

22. Hansan, J.E. (2011). Origins of the state and 

federal public welfare programs (1932-

1935). Social Welfare History Project. Re-

trieved 10 Oct. 2017

23. Zieger, Robert H. For Jobs and Freedom 

Race and Labor in America since 1865 

(Chapter 5: Race and Labor in the Postwar 

World). The University Pr. of Kentucky, 2014

24. Sprague, Rachel Black and Aleta. “The ‘Wel-

fare Queen’ Is a Lie.” The Atlantic, Atlantic 

Media Company, 28 Sept. 2016

25. Gilens, Martin. “The News Media and the 

Racialization of Poverty”. Why Americans 

Hate Welfare: Race, Media, and the Politics 

of Antipoverty Policy. Studies in Communi-

cation, Media, and Public Opinion. Chicago, 

IL: University of Chicago Press. 2000 PP. 

102–32.

26. “National Welfare Rights Organization.” 

Social Welfare History Project, 13 July 2011

27. Tillmon, Johnnie. “Ms. Magazine | From the 

Archives.” Ms. Magazine, 1972

28. Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Why intersectional-

ity can’t wait.” The Washington Post, WP 

Company, 24 Sept. 2015

29. Gershon, Livia. “Why Welfare Reform 

Didn’t End Welfare Stigma.” JSTOR Daily, 

ITHAKA, 4 Aug. 2016

30. William J. Clinton: “Statement on Sign-

ing the Personal Responsibility and Work 

Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996,” 

August 22, 1996. Online by Gerhard Peters 

and John T. Woolley, The American Presi-

dency Project.

31. Gershon, Livia. “Why Welfare Reform 

Didn’t End Welfare Stigma.” JSTOR Daily, 

ITHAKA, 4 Aug. 2016

32. Jacobson, Louis. “Newt Gingrich says you 

can use food stamps to get to Hawaii.” 

Politifact, Tampa Bay Times , 1 Dec. 2011

33. Lauter, David. “How do Americans view 

poverty? Many blue-Collar whites, key to 

Trump, criticize poor people as lazy and 

content to stay on welfare.” Los Angeles 

Times, 14 Aug. 2016

34. Gilens, Martin. Why Americans hate wel-

fare: race, media, and the politics of anti-

poverty policy. University of Chicago Press, 

2000. PP.193-195

35. Lauder, Thomas, and David Lauter. “Views 

on poverty: 1985 and today.” Los Angeles 

Times, 14 Aug. 2016

36. Ibid.

37. Ibid.

CITATION GLOSSARY CONT.


